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last war the mighty Russian Empire never repudiated its obliga-
tion under the Treaty of Paris to abstain from any fortification
of the Aaland Islands and France respected the neutrality of
Haute-Savoie laid down by the Congress of Vienna. The idea
of a reign of law implies that nobody is entitled to exercise his
rights in a way damaging vital interests of others. Nobody is
permitted to set fire to his house with the possibility of destroying
adjacent houses.
Denials of self-determination, indeed, have frequently been
defended on the ground that otherwise vital interests of another
nation would be menaced, and this argument has very often been
misused for purposes of aggrandisement or domination. The
most frequent cases were the demands for strategical frontiers, for
access to the sea and for the possession of natural resources. The
invention of aircraft, tanks and submarines, however, has greatly
decreased the value of strategical frontiers, and effective defence
now depends primarily on industrial .potential and man-power.
Small nations will only be able to resist a powerful aggressor
by combining their forces and forming federations and by the
establishment of an international reign of law. Access to the
sea and to raw materials can also be achieved by means other
than the annexation of territories and the denial of self-deter-
mination.
Self-determination, furthermore, has often been denied on the
ground that another nation has either in the past opened the
country to civilization or is the best suited to do so in the future.
The weight of this argument depends on many circumstances. If
Mussolini claims extensive non-Italian countries for Italy because
the Romans once introduced civilization there, or if Hitler likes
to justify his annexations by the civilizing role which the Germans
have performed in those territories in past centuries, these argu-
ments obviously are nothing else but paltry pretexts for conquest.
But,nations like Britain, France, Holland and Belgium have
certainly a good record as trustees of less developed peoples, and
it is clear that their rule is not opposed to self-determination, but
rather a preparation for it. A suspension of self-determination
may also be justified when a nation is temporarily unable to form
a sound national will. This will be the case with Germany and
some other States after this war. Hitler has gone far in exter-
minating those elements among his opponents which were indis-
pensable for the formation of a national will and it will certainly
take time till tikis loss has been made good. A true national will
cannot be formed by an amorphous mass, it depends on a highly